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This paper examines how the modern ubiquity of digital search engines and information-
sharing are driving the evolution of research and reference librarians in today’s academic 
libraries, with particular focus on how research and reference librarians have refined and 
adapted their professional practices in recent years to make a compelling case for their 
continued relevance in the modern information landscape of the 21st century. I highlight 
“embedded librarianship” and “knotworking” as two models of librarianship that could 
be uniquely suited to the needs and habits of today’s user-base, analyzing both through 
the lens of collaborative learning—suggesting interdisciplinary collaboration as a 
potential strategy for combatting the decreased usage of research and reference services. 
Through an email survey distributed to a sampling of professional research and reference 
librarians, I attempt to gauge modern academic librarians’ attitudes towards this potential 
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Change is one of the few constants in any professional field, and changes in 
specialized professions often reflect changes in the world at large. With that in mind, it’s 
hard to deny that recent changes in the field of research librarianship reflect a plethora of 
changes in the wider world of the 21st century’s information landscape. But what does 
this mean for practicing research librarians, and how are they modifying their practices to 
meet the demands and pressures of our current era? Through focused research on the 
modern world of research librarianship—with additional focus on the roles of subject 
liaisons and reference services—I hope to shed light on this question, posing pointed 
questions about shifting paradigms in the research world. 
Even before undertaking an organized study of contemporary academic literature 
on library science, a few key facts about our modern information landscape should be 
obvious to any layperson who uses information in a professional context. In particular: 
information is more widely used than ever before, and also easier to procure than ever 
before; there is ample reason to call our current era “The Information Age,” and digital 
search engines are used so casually in everyday life that it’s easy to disregard their 
profound effect on information-seeking strategies. Yet with these facts in mind, it’s also 
easy to see why those who professionally procure, curate, and disseminate information 
for clientele might be forced to renew their efforts to prove their relevance. 
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When considering the availability of information through digital channels, one 
might conceivably argue that such independent access to information has a 
“democratizing” effect, freeing information-seeking laypeople from relying upon 
specialists who conduct research and curate informational resources for a living. But even 
before considering the inherent issues related to the quality and reliability of such 
information—issues that are frequently addressed in literature on information literacy—
it’s undeniably provocative to consider how such specialists might react to developments 
that call their profession’s relevancy into question. When viewed collectively, as co-
practitioners of an evolving discipline, how are today’s research and reference librarians 
rising to meet the new conditions imposed upon their profession? Have they chosen to 
reassert their profession’s continued importance through focused advocacy efforts, or 
have they chosen to prove their profession’s importance through reimagining and re-
contextualizing their practices to meet the evolving information needs of a new clientele? 
Simply put: faced with a changing information landscape, is the practice of research 
librarianship going extinct, or is it merely evolving? If the latter is true, then what 
new form is the profession assuming? 
Even in academic literature that doesn’t explicitly examine the form that research 
librarianship might take in the future, “advocacy” is a frequent watchword; faced with 
consistently dwindling circulation numbers and reference interactions, librarians of all 
stripes are frequently forced to communicate the value of their efforts to stakeholders 
who might otherwise elect to cut funding in the name of fiscal responsibility. In an 
infamous Forbes article published in the Summer of 2018, contributor Panos 
Mourdoukoutas drew widespread criticism when he seriously proposed disbanding all 
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local libraries and replacing them with private bookstores run by Amazon, and he notably 
cited “research” as one of the many outdated services traditionally provided by libraries; 
although the controversial article has since been pulled, and countless librarians have 
rebuked and derided its points (both publicly and privately), it still illustrates the 
challenges of communicating the value of the modern library in a world where 
information is neither scarce nor elusive. But when simply communicating their value 
doesn’t suffice, how do librarians demonstrate their value through changing their 
practices in judicious ways? 
According to my research, multiple scholars in the field have highlighted (in 
various ways) an ongoing trend of decentralization in the research and reference fields. 
Many of these scholars suggest that changes in the library field have diminished the 
importance of the library as a physical space, while leaving the library’s services just as 
relevant as ever; with patrons less dependent on the library as a central hub for the 
curation and dissemination of information, librarians often find themselves implored to 
meet users’ information needs by actively seeking users out—either by venturing outside 
the confines of the library to offer their services, or by cultivating digital channels that 
could potentially allow librarians to connect to users remotely. The increasing prevalence 
of chat-based reference services has been highlighted extensively in the literature, while 
other scholars have extensively discussed the expansion of “information literacy” 
pedagogy as a fundamental aspect of librarianship; according to scholars in the latter 
camp, the future of librarianship may hinge (to some degree) upon empowering users to 
seek out their own information and recognize reliable information, thus allowing 
librarians to transition to new roles as guides and mentors—rather than merely purveyors 
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of information. Others, however, suggest that decentralization in the library world could 
have profound effects on the organizational structure and general workflow of practicing 
librarians—particularly in the academic world. 
As academic librarians find themselves forced to advocate for limited university 
resources in the face of dwindling circulation and usage statistics, many have chosen to 
forge new pathways by pursuing collaboration as an overarching strategy for 21st century 
librarianship. Specifically: as technology empowers other professionals (such as 
professors and researchers) to seek and obtain information through digital channels 
outside the confines of the library, many librarians seek to prove their relevance by 
actively forming partnerships with them, proving the relevancy of their efforts through 
collaborative projects. Since around 2008, various scholars have written at length on the 
practice of “embedded librarianship,” whereby librarians serve the information needs of 
patrons by working as dedicated team members alongside staff members of collaborating 
institutions, effectively “embedding” themselves within the communities that they serve; 
in theory, this practice allows librarians to form relationships with other professionals 
outside the library, while also keeping track of those professionals’ ever-changing 
information needs. Several other scholars have notably highlighted the “knotworking” 
method, a collaborative model that emphasizes the importance of adaptability and 
flexibility, allowing professionals from multiple fields to temporarily work together in 
“knots”—which function as an alternative to rigidly fixed “teams.” And although the 
knotworking method was originally devised as a collaborative method for the health 
sciences field, a growing number of librarians have pointed to the method as a potential 
strategy for adapting to the changes that continue to shape the world of librarianship. 
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Simply put: if the library ceases to function as a central hub in the 21st century’s 
evolving information landscape, many scholars suggest that librarians must be willing to 
function as information channels in and of themselves; this will require many librarians 
to develop new skills as they venture into uncharted waters, forming decentralized 
networks of information with both colleagues and clients. If the pre-digital age may be 
envisioned as an Age of Innocence for professional librarians—where their relevancy 
was never questioned, and their skills were taken at face value by the vast majority of the 
public—the digital age may similarly be envisioned as an Age of Experience, allowing 
reference and research librarians to reevaluate their assumptions about their profession as 
they face new obstacles that their pre-digital forebears could never have imagined. But 
how are reference and research librarians meeting the new challenges of the digital age? 
If collaboration is an overriding trend in 21st century librarianship, what other trends are 
shaping the evolution of librarians’ practices and professional tenets? And perhaps most 
importantly: in their struggle to develop and implement new strategies to adapt to change, 
do practicing reference and research librarians feel that their efforts have been 
successful? 
As both a profession and a practice, research librarianship and reference services 
arguably represent the purest expressions of librarianship as a discipline; if the soul of 
librarianship lies in furthering access to information and connecting patrons to the 
information that they seek, it’s hard to imagine facets of librarianship that exemplify 
these pursuits more clearly than research librarianship and reference services. 
Librarianship is an undeniably multifaceted field, but research and reference librarians 
often find themselves on the proverbial “front lines” of the profession, often dealing 
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directly with information-seeking clients through a variety of channels; all librarians 
strive to meet the information needs of their user populations, but research librarians are 
often directly confronted with those information needs in the form of targeted queries, 
and research librarians often work alongside clients on extended research projects—
giving them a unique capacity to know when users’ informational needs have been met. 
One could argue that research and reference librarians are—in a very real sense—a 
bridge between the library’s resources and their user populations. Yet when confronted 
with the growing efficiency of digital searching tools, they frequently struggle to 
communicate the value of the work that they do. 
Through an in-depth examination of the contemporary academic literature that 
confronts these issues head-on, I believe that it’s possible to form a clearer picture of the 
broad trends in research and reference librarianship that continually shape librarians’ 
efforts to communicate the value of their work. Armed with that fuller picture, I plan to 
conduct a targeted survey that will allow me to learn more about the on-the-job 
experiences of research and reference librarians who are forced to prove—through 




 Writing for the Journal of Academic Librarianship in July 2011, academic 
librarian Rick Anderson explicitly sounds the alarm on a “crisis” in the field of research 
librarianship, suggesting that a multiplicity of factors in the wider world of academia 
could potentially contribute to research librarianship becoming an inherently 
unsustainable profession in the near future, even with the tacit ideological support of 
academic administrators. Striking a dire tone, he invites librarians to imagine a future 
iteration of academia in which the research library—both as a physical space and a 
recognized institution—simply ceases to exist as a part of the modern university campus; 
in the future, he suggests that the term “library” could be reduced to a perfunctory 
honorific title for redundant library facilities, while academic librarians themselves could 
be gradually replaced by information technologists and IT administrators, and students 
and faculty could eventually rely so heavily on increasingly intuitive personal computers 
that they might actively spurn the library’s resources (electronic or otherwise) while 
conducting research. To succinctly summarize that major threat to research librarianship, 
he writes that the crisis “consists in the fact that so many of the functions and structures 
to which we cling play such a marginal role in the real lives of our patrons. Virtually 
none of them begin a research project at the library's website; the average student at a 
major research university has fewer than four interactions with a reference librarian in a 
year (and even fewer of those are substantive reference interviews).” 
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While Anderson’s article makes for a reasonable starting point in discussing the 
major trends affecting the profession research librarianship, it should be noted that it’s 
ultimately little more than a general summation and an argumentative evaluation of the 
field’s current state, and not a rigorously conducted study on the state of research 
librarianship. For the purposes of this thesis, however, it provides a solid foundation for 
further research, particularly since it forecasts many potential future developments in the 
field, lays out a workable framework for evaluating other scholars’ recommendations, 
and effectively illustrates the broader context informing efforts to reform the profession. 
As nebulous as Anderson’s brief thought experiment might be (indeed, he cites 
only three sources, two of which were merely consulted for statistics on library 
perceptions and patronage rates), his outline of the “crisis” in research librarianship 
provides a reasonably coherent overview of the major trends that call the field’s future 
into question. First and foremost, he notes the inherent challenges in maintaining a 
profession built upon facilitating access to a free and abundant resource, writing that the 
traditional research library “is designed and organized to solve a problem that its patrons 
no longer perceive: the problem of information scarcity.” Further, though, he notes that 
the “crisis” in research librarianship could be just as easily construed as the result of 
decentralization in the 21st century’s information landscape, which could potentially 
decrease the importance of the traditional library collection; such decentralization, 
though, wouldn’t necessarily eliminate the need for information professionals who can 
effectively help users navigate the new information landscape. Thus, Anderson (like 
many other librarians) hints at a possible direction that the “evolution” of research 
librarianship might take; for the purposes of this project, this hypothetical evolution of 
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research librarianship will be contrasted with the alternate eventuality of “extinction”—
whereby the duties of professional research librarians are phased out entirely, never to be 
replaced. 
Academic librarian Steve O’Connor refers directly to Anderson’s article in his 
article “Roadblocks, Potholes and Obstructions on the Path to New Library Futures,” 
which is included as a contribution in the 2013 academic anthology Trends, Discovery, 
and People in the Digital Age. In attempting to build on Anderson’s points, he identifies 
three salient arguments in Anderson’s portrait of the future of the library world, quoting 
directly from Anderson’s article: “Perception matters more than reality,” “Patrons 
genuinely do not need librarians as much as they once did,” and “Value that is not 
valued is not valuable.” In other words, addressing the future of research librarianship 
will hinge—in large part—upon recognizing and addressing the perception that libraries 
are no longer an important part of the greater information landscape, while also 
recognizing that such efforts can only go so far (since research librarians’ services will 
never truly be as in-demand as they once were), and being continually mindful of the 
importance of communicating value to users. To at least some extent, the value of 
research librarianship lies in the proverbial “eye of the beholder”; the services provided 
by working research librarians are ultimately only as relevant and useful as their users 
perceive them to be. 
In contrast to Anderson, though, O’Connor primarily writes from the perspective 
of a library manager, emphasizing the value of strategic planning in responding to 
changes in the library field. Since the field continues to be shaped by far-reaching 
changes in our modern information landscape, responses to those changes must be 
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similarly far-reaching, and they must involve (to some extent) a wholesale 
reconceptualization of the modern library’s mission. From this unique top-down 
perspective, he attempts to identify and contextualize the factors that might stand in 
research librarians’ way as they attempt to make the necessary changes that might allow 
them to weather Anderson’s crisis. Among these factors, he notes that these is always an 
inherent risk in restructuring any profession, that staff can often resist change as readily 
as they can facilitate change, and that staying abreast of technological advancements will 
always require significant financial investment and organizational adjustment. In spite of 
these potential risks and challenges, though, O’Connor ultimately strongly advocates a 
restructuring of the traditional library that places the needs of users at the center of its 
mission, hinting at the transition from the “collection-centered” library to the “service-
centered” library. As he writes, “We must adapt and adopt new strategies and services, all 
the time being relevant to our community. This does not mean that we abandon our 
profession or its ethics or standards. It does mean, however, that our business model, or 
the way in which we do business, needs to be entirely focused on what our clients need, 
on how they perceive the library service and on how patrons can genuinely need and find 
value in what we do.” 
Interestingly: while Anderson only vaguely hints at collaboration as a potential 
strategy for adapting to change in the library world (preferring to focus more overtly on 
decentralization as a general trend), O’Connor highlights it in stark terms, suggesting that 
it might be an overriding trend of the modern library’s future development in the years to 
come. Though he doesn’t explicitly use the phrase “embedded librarianship”—a term for 
an emerging model of librarianship whereby librarians directly and actively work 
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alongside scholars and researchers in an academic community, allowing them to assess 
and respond to their information needs more readily—he strongly alludes to it, suggesting 
that academic librarians must work more directly with academic faculty to prevent 
libraries from becoming too disconnected from campus communities. In his own words, 
“the nature of work and collaboration is increasingly offering, even requiring, different 
approaches to the way we are organised. Our workplaces are increasingly organised in 
team structures but while the library as a physical edifice is increasingly remote from the 
clientele, other staff structures should be considered. If many of our primary clientele, 
especially academics in an educational institution, rarely if ever attend the library, then 
close and active consideration ought to be given to embedding professional staff 
within the faculty [emphasis added]. This is a highly desirable outcome with strong 
benefits and a number of risks.” This led me to further literature on collaborative 
strategies in the library world, particularly by scholars who discussed the embedded 
librarianship model. 
In a wide-ranging study published in the Journal of Academic Librarianship in 
September 2016, Heli Kaatrakoski and Johanna Lahikainen—both researchers at the 
University of Helsinki in Finland—report at length on collaboration as a potential 
strategy for the future development of academic librarianship. Reviewing much of the 
previously published literature on collaborative strategies in the academic library world, 
Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen particularly highlight the knotworking model, contrasting it 
with the embedded librarianship strategy that O’Connor alluded to; both strategies 
emphasize the decentralization of the information landscape by encouraging librarians to 
leave their proverbial “comfort zone” and work more closely with researchers through 
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active partnerships, implicitly suggesting that librarians can most effectively prove their 
worth when they can demonstrate their research skills while working alongside clients in 
a team. 
As Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen duly summarize, the chief difference between the 
two models of collaboration is in their level of flexibility. Embedded librarianship is 
typically a long-term strategy that generally requires librarians to work as dedicated team 
members with staff members in other organizations (typically university faculty in other 
academic departments). “Knotworking,” on the other hand, emphasizes flexible 
cooperation in small collaborative groups (or “knots”) which have no fixed timeframe or 
membership roster, but may disband (or incorporate new staff members) whenever they 
have served their purpose. According to other authorities who have written at length on 
the knotworking model, “knots” are—by design—intended to function as an alternative 
to more fixed and rigid “teams”; where teams consistently work together within the 
greater framework of an institution, knots encourage collaboration between staff 
members from various departments and organizations, they may adjust their team 
structure whenever necessary (as some professionals leave the knot, and others join), and 
they are formed around objects of study (such as data, specimens, or institutional 
records). In the context of the knot, objects are the only true constant; everything else 
may shift and change as necessary. 
Embedded librarianship is a fairly recent model of collaboration, and the earliest 
scholarly writings on the model date back only to around 2008; as the name suggests, the 
model was also developed fully within the library world. By contrast, knotworking has its 
roots in psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s writings on cultural-historical activity theory, and it 
 13 
was originally developed as a collaborative strategy in the health sciences field. Prior to 
the publication of the 2016 article in the Journal of Academic Librarianship, Kaatrakoski 
and Lahikainen were involved in one of the first empirical studies to apply the 
knotworking method to a library, which was documented in an article published in LIBER 
Quarterly in April 2012. In this article (which was written in collaboration with six other 
researchers, including Yrjö Engeström), they presented the findings of a series of two-
hour “Change Laboratory” sessions, wherein they implemented knotworking as an 
experimental collaborative method at two academic libraries in at the University of 
Helsinki. At both libraries, they utilized the Change Laboratory model to assess 
contemporary work habits of librarians and researchers through ethnographic studies, 
then comparing that so-called “mirror data” to further data collected after the 
implementation of a new process or model. 
In a developmental project entitled “Knotworking in the Library,” Engeström et 
al. conducted multiple Change Laboratory sessions between 2009 and 2011, dividing 
their work between the Viikki Campus Library and the City Campus Library at the 
University of Helsinki; participating researchers at the Viikki Campus applied the 
knotworking model to their ongoing research involving (among other things) 
cyanobacteria and peatland ecology, while participating researchers at the City Campus 
library (which focuses on the humanities and social science) applied it to four ongoing 
research projects touching on (among other things) cognitive science, copyright law, 
gender politics, and the Finnish language. By the conclusion of the Change Laboratory 
study, the participating librarians at the Viikki Campus successfully developed a data 
management plan for the cyanobacteria research project, while the participating librarians 
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at the City Centre Campus successfully developed a quick reference guide to aid the 
cognitive sciences research group in consistently managing their data. According to 
Engeström et al., the experimental application of knotworking played a significant role in 
the development of innovative services at both participating libraries, and it was 
ultimately successful in stimulating teamwork between researchers and librarians—
despite the inevitable miscommunications and organizational challenges that arose in the 
project’s early stages. 
When Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen discuss the results of the study in their 2016 
article in the Journal of Academic Librarianship, they emphasize that knotworking not 
only aided in the development of professional partnerships between librarians and 
researchers, but also aided librarians in the development of a distinct “professional 
identity”; as new developments in the library field cause many academic librarians to 
question the relevancy of their contributions to collegiate scholarship, many struggle to 
form an understanding of their place in the landscape of academia. In examining the 
greater significance of the University of Helsinki’s knotworking project, they suggest that 
knotworking (and other collaborative strategies like it) could potential allow librarians to 
more easily integrate their daily efforts into the rhythms of university life, allowing them 
to more easily advocate for the significance of their profession. In the words of 
Engeström et al., “One challenge to the library today is that researchers may either not 
recognize the relevance of library services or may not even know about them. … In the 
case of City Centre Campus Library the librarians went outside the confines of the library 
and reached out to the researchers with their knowhow. They met with the researchers at 
their place of work and closely worked with their colleagues in between the meetings.” 
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For the purposes of this thesis, though, perhaps the most salient point in 
Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen’s study is its emphasis on embracing collaborative strategies 
as a potential safeguard against changes in the world of research librarianship, which 
potentially call the profession’s continued relevancy into question. When faced with the 
potential extinction of the profession, Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen (like many other 
scholars) apparently envision an evolution—and they stress that close partnerships 
between librarians and researchers will be a crucial element of that evolution. 
David Shumaker, author of the 2012 book The Embedded Librarian: Innovative 
Strategies for Taking Knowledge Where It’s Needed, is among the scholars cited by 
Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen in their summation of embedded librarianship as a 
collaborative strategy for reference professionals; according to my research, he was also 
among the first librarians to write about the strategy in the academic literature, 
contributing the article “Who Let the Librarians Out? Embedded Librarianship and the 
Library Manager” to the Spring 2009 issue of Reference & User Services quarterly. In 
this article, he summarizes most of the key hallmarks of the embedded librarianship 
model, but—much like Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen—also characterizes the model as a 
potential means of adapting to pressures imposed on the field of reference librarianship 
by the digital age. As he writes, “While others may wring their hands with worry over the 
competition that digital libraries and the Internet pose for traditional reference and public 
services, these folks [embedded librarians] have found ways to create new services and 
new value for their libraries by getting out into the communities they serve! … This 
change is both driven and enabled by the increasingly digital, networked, and mobile 
society we live in. We’ve known for a while that libraries’ monopoly on factual 
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information is gone. … Anyone with a computer and a network connection can now do 
their own research anytime, from anywhere. … [T]he same technologies that are 
competing with traditional reference service have freed us reference librarians from the 
chains that have kept us in the library. We’re free to roam and share our expertise 
wherever our customers are because we can, in a sense, take many of our most valuable 
tools with us.” 
But as Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen note in their own article, Shumaker’s writings 
also acknowledge many of the potential pitfalls and challenges of embracing the 
embedded librarianship model. First and foremost: as many benefits as the model could 
potentially bring, it would also represent a significant financial investment for the 
stakeholders involved. To support the efforts of embedded librarians, institutions would 
need to account for the budgetary challenges of funding ongoing services at their own 
libraries and more direct services provided to user communities by embedded librarians; 
this can particularly be a challenge if embedded librarians find themselves required to 
split their time between multiple institutions (their regular employer and the user 
community in which they’re embedded), since this can require travel expenses. He also 
notes that embedded librarianship can breed new challenges related to appropriate 
balance of workload, particularly since non-embedded librarians might find themselves 
compelled to accept new responsibilities vacated by their embedded colleagues. And with 
library staff split between multiple institutions (a consequence of the decentralization that 
Anderson hints at), institutional managers might face new challenges related to staff 
cohesion.  
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Examining the changes in the field of research librarianship from a markedly 
different angle, Danish librarians Charlotte Nordahl Wien and Bertil F. Dorch—both 
affiliated with the University of Southern Denmark—draw upon the theories of French 
social scientist Pierre Bourdieu in an attempt to understand (and potentially mitigate) the 
changing face of the profession by examining it through the lens of sociology. In a 2018 
article published in the Journal of the Association of European Research Libraries, they 
discuss the core elements of Bourdieu’s “field theory,” an analytical framework that 
illustrates how social roles held by individuals within a certain social environment (or 
“field”) can allow them to accrue certain levels of prestige based on differing degrees of 
cultural and economic capital; according to Bordieu, individuals within social 
environments are prescribed levels of prestige according to their habitus (i.e. their 
designated role within their social environment), which they may assume based on 
adherence to doxa (i.e. widely observed rules and norms within a social environment). In 
their introduction to the article, Wien and Dorch emphasize that changes in the worlds of 
academia and librarianship have caused a drastic loss of prestige for professional 
librarians, particularly as technological advances cause many users to question their 
relevance; by using Bourdieu’s ideas as a starting point, though, they propose that such a 
loss of prestige can be understood by examining the related factors of cultural and 
economic capital. Further, they argue that many of the changes in academia ultimately 
amount to a change in the field’s doxa. According to the doxa of the modern academic 
world, the most prestigious positions are held by specialized scholars who possess the 
most obscure and esoteric knowledge; by this measurement, a university research 
librarian can never attain as much prestige as a tenured professor, since their habitus 
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requires general knowledge rather than specialized knowledge. Wien and Dorch also cite 
the trends of digitization and shifting responsibilities as major factors in librarians’ loss 
of prestige. In a world where academic patrons have less incentive to physically interact 
with their patrons, their patrons have less incentive to ascribe prestige to them; in a world 
where research librarians devote increasingly more time to information literacy 
instruction and research support, it’s difficult for many academic patrons to view them as 
experts worthy of prestige. 
Based on this examination, Wien and Dorch designed a new Master’s Degree 
program for research librarians at the University of Southern Denmark, believing that the 
new Master’s program could address the profession’s loss of prestige by emphasizing 
flexibility, while also allowing prospective Master’s candidates to choose areas of 
specialization and unique competencies. Their article includes the results of qualitative 
study conducted through interviews with seven enrollees in the Master’s Program, 
intended to assess the enrollees’ feelings on new developments in the field of research 
librarianship. While presenting the results of this qualitative study, Wien and Dorch are 
careful to note that the research portion of the result was based merely on unstructured 
interviews, but they report that their interviewees universally expressed positive feelings 
toward the newly designed Master’s program. Further, most of the interviewees seemed 
to share their belief that the University of Southern Denmark’s traditional Library 
Science curriculum was ultimately inadequate for preparing future research librarians for 
professional work in the field—largely because its rigid structure did not allow students 
to explore unique areas of specialization that might pertain to their chosen research 
domain. 
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Many interviewees also felt that their profession suffers from competition with 
specialists and scholars in the information science field (such as PhD scholars), since they 
struggle to balance the theoretical aspects of research librarianship with the practical 
aspects—and most are painfully aware that they will never match information science 
scholars’ grasp of the theoretical aspects of the field. As one interviewee wrote, “I see my 
position as a research librarian as someone building bridges between a disciplinary-
specific and a library-specific knowledge. But the need for such bridges is not always 
recognized by either side. […]I meet students who see no reason to exercise good 
information behavior, and I meet librarians who pay no attention to patrons’ disciplinary 
identity, ‘knowing’ all the right answers in advance.” Wien and Dorch’s research appears 
to suggest that a more flexible curriculum can help research librarians in building these 
bridges, while also allowing them to better balance their knowledge of library science 
with their knowledge of their chosen research domain. 
In a feature published in the Winter 2018 issue of Reference & User Services 
Quarterly, librarian Anna Marie Johnson (Head of Research Assistance and Instruction at 
the University of Louisville’s Ekstrom Library) conducts an extensive overview of 
academic literature addressing changes in the field of academic librarianship, devoting 
particular attention to the changing roles of the reference librarian and the subject liaison. 
Aiming to provide a more general overview of changes in the field, she highlights a 
number of long-developing trends that continue to affect the daily workflow of 
information professionals who directly assist information-seeking clients in an academic 
context—some in more subtle ways than others. Like many other authorities in the field, 
she acknowledges that one of the more visible changes in the field has been the gradual 
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phasing out of the reference desk (once considered to be one of the more visible emblems 
of the reference profession), largely in response to decreased volumes of reference 
queries delivered in person. Also like many other authorities, she acknowledges the 
gradual popularization of information literacy pedagogy as a key element of the reference 
profession, noting that teaching library patrons how to recognize and evaluate reliable 
information is just as important (if not more important) than simply connecting them to 
reliable information—particularly as digital searching methods increasingly empower 
users to seek out information for themselves. She notes, though, that information literacy 
is not a new development in the reference field, but has been increasingly embraced by 
reference professionals since at least the 1970s. 
Notably, Johnson characterizes invisibility as one of the biggest potential threats 
to working reference librarians and subject liaisons, noting that it’s inherently difficult for 
them to communicate their usefulness if they can’t maintain a visible connection to their 
user base. This concern arguably hearkens back to a key point raised in Wien and 
Dorch’s article, which implied that research librarians loss of prestige is compounded (if 
not caused) by a failure to directly connect with their clientele through face-to-face 
meetings. In the conclusion of her review, Johnson obliquely hints—much like multiple 
other authors in the field—that the most obvious solution to the problem of “invisibility” 
is for reference librarians and subject liaisons to form closer interdepartmental 
relationships with academic colleagues who share a common interest in cultivating more 
efficient information channels in the modern academic library. As she writes, “It seems 
imperative if reference and liaison librarians are to remain vital to their academic 
mission, that they find a way to look beyond ‘sufficiently embedded’ to explore what it 
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might look like if they were to inextricably link themselves to the research and teaching 
enterprise in a systematic way.” Johnson does not explicitly use the phrases 
“decentralization” but she appears to suggest that the plight of “invisible” reference 
librarians is directly tied to this phenomenon. To become visible again, it logically 
follows that librarians must be willing to follow their users and give them an alternative 
to directly consulting librarians in the library. 
In a two-part article published in The Reference Librarian in January and June of 
2015, librarian Anthony Verdesca examines the evolution of reference services through a 
more theoretical and semantic lens, arguing that much of the current upheaval in the 
reference profession largely stems from miscommunication and disagreement about the 
simple definition of the term “reference;” while examining and discussing the changing 
face of reference librarianship, he admits that a conceptual shift is taking place, but he 
argues that reference librarians must first reach a common understanding about their 
profession’s core goals and principles in the present before they can truly understand 
what the future holds for the profession. In discussing the many factors causing this shift, 
he makes many explicit references to information literacy pedagogy as an emerging core 
component of the modern world of reference librarianship—an idea also discussed at 
length by Johnson, among other authorities in the field. Unlike Johnson, though, 
Verdesca suggests that reference professionals shouldn’t be quite so zealous in their 
embrace of information literacy, particularly in the context of traditional pedagogy. In his 
own words: “In recent times, incomplete or imprecise definition of reference has resulted 
in librarians setting their sights elsewhere. That elsewhere has been and is information 
literacy, expatiated ad infinitum in the library literature.” While examining the potential 
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semantic confusion over the full implications of “reference” as both a concept and an 
evolving practice, he suggests that information literacy is one of many factors that 
continues to lead reference librarians astray, leading them away from the more traditional 
core principles of reference. But what are those core principles? 
In proposing a new philosophy for reference in the 21st century, Verdesca 
emphasizes the importance of treating reference as a body of ideals and practices rather 
than a simple set of functions to be performed within the library. He argues that one of 
the key tenets of reference must be “partnership,” suggesting that collaborative learning 
will always be one of the unique features of the profession; by constantly remaining open 
to information-seeking clients, they have a unique opportunity to encourage and cultivate 
enthusiasm for learning, using the reference collection (itself an evolving component of 
the reference profession) to create a unique space conducive to the active seeking of 
information. He stresses that communication and social bonds are crucial elements of this 
process, and notes that reference librarians can easily lose touch with the soul of their 
profession when they prioritize technical skills over people skills; while digital searching 
strategies might make searching more efficient, he suggests that reference professionals 
have unique interpersonal skills that enable them to help users develop their capacity to 
learn and understand the information at their disposal. 
However one might feel about Verdesca’s assessment of the reference profession 
(indeed, his characterization of information literacy is bound to elicit controversy), it 
serves as a helpful and effective summation of many of the trends that have forced the 
philosophical reconceptualization that he proposes. In particular, he highlights the shift 
from a guidance-based model to a pedagogical model, noting that the modern reference 
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professional often spends less time connecting patrons to informational resources and 
more time teaching them how to use informational resources responsibly and effectively. 
More crucially, though, he acknowledges that the larger trend of digitization has forced a 
major reckoning within the reference profession, forcing professional reference libraries 
to reconsider how the tenets of their profession fit within the information landscape of the 
21st century. But where certain other librarians might emphasize this reconsideration as a 
strictly professional process (rooted chiefly in the duties and practices of reference 
librarians), Verdesca seems to imply that it might be just as much a philosophical 
process, forcing reference librarians to reconsider the ideals that they hold dear. 
Writing for the Journal of Library Administration in 2011, academic librarian 
Scott Kennedy (among the librarians cited in Johnson’s literature review) takes a less 
rosy view of the state of modern reference services, reporting at length on his efforts to 
dismantle the print reference collection at the University of Connecticut’s Homer 
Babbidge Library; as Kennedy describes in the article, he and his fellow librarians had 
doubts about the continued relevance of the traditional print reference collection (which 
had fallen into disuse), but saw a valuable opportunity to re-imagine the library’s 
reference area as a learning commons—that is, an area devoted to collaborative learning, 
where reference librarians can directly aid students through one-on-one interactions 
dedicated to teaching information literacy. Based on direct observations of the University 
of Connecticut’s learning commons, Kennedy argues that modern library users function 
best when they don’t need intermediaries standing between them and the information that 
they seek, and that reference librarians in the modern library may do the most good if 
they operate with this principle in mind; while the process of information-seeking can be 
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made easier through the aid of a guide, this aid is most effective when offered at the 
user’s point of need.  
Using the University of Connecticut’s learning commons as a test case, Kennedy 
posits a new service model for reference librarians that might be better suited to modern 
library users’ information needs. According to Kennedy, his model is based on a number 
of basic assumptions about the modern library. Notably, many of these assumptions seem 
to be rooted in the same argument that Anderson made about the modern library: it is no 
longer the undisputed center of information exchange that it once was, and it is thus 
important to allow users to engage with library services wherever they happen to be. 
Among other things, his list of basic assumptions notes that “The library and its many 
applications are being accessed from virtually everywhere,” “Library information 
systems are more integrated, more transparent, and more focused on user needs than 
ever before,” and “The value of the library (both physical and virtual) as an unmediated 
learning space or learning platform is increasing.” He also takes a firm stance on the 
status of the reference desk, stating outright that it is no longer practical or useful to staff 
a reference desk during all hours of a library’s operation. Based on these assumptions, his 
model posits that research and reference librarians can aid users most effectively if they 
engage them at their first point of need, if they allow users to connect with librarians 
through digital media, and if they allow dedicated subject specialists (or subject liaisons) 
to handle in-depth research consultations. Simply put: academic research and reference 
librarians can still be an enormous asset to students and academic faculty, but they can 
aid their users most effectively if their users are allowed to connect with them through a 
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variety of physical and digital means, and if the library is allowed to function as a space 
for collaborative learning—and not merely as a space for the delivery of information. 
Among the librarians who have cited Kennedy’s article in their own academic 
work, librarian Stephen P. Buss is perhaps most direct in his response to the question of 
“relevance” at the heart of Kennedy’s analysis. In a 2016 article in The Reference 
Librarian aptly titled “Do We Still Need Reference Services in the Age of Google and 
Wikipedia?,” he notably presents his own take on the potential “evolution” of reference 
services, arguing that—from a certain perspective—the advent of digital searching could 
actually make professional research and reference specialists more relevant. To elaborate: 
while search engines and user-edited wiki sites might be useful tools for answering 
simple queries that require only factual answers, more complex and elaborate queries—
which require synthesizing information from multiple sources, and necessitate a more 
cerebral approach to information-seeking—are much more likely to require the aid of an 
information professional who knows how to navigate the complexities of the 21st 
century’s information landscape. Thus, by allowing library users to answer elementary 
questions for themselves, digital search tools can arguably play a major role in easing the 
burden placed on research and reference librarians to connect users with readily available 
factual information, allowing them to devote more of their time to aiding users who are 
most likely to need their help. In other words: while the volume of research queries might 
be lower presently than in previous decades, the complexity of those queries might be 
greater than ever—potentially making reference librarians’ experience more valuable 
than ever. 
 26 
In Buss’ own words, “[When] questioning whether reference services have a 
place in the modern library, it is important to take a broad view of the question. If 
narrowly construed to ‘information provision,’ then perhaps one could argue credibly that 
reference services are no longer needed. After all, most factual questions can be answered 
with a quick Google search or a dip into a database. However, not all research questions 
fall into this category. Many information needs require instruction and guidance from a 
professional librarian, such as formulating a research strategy or choosing the appropriate 
databases to use for a literature review. Even ‘factual’ questions may benefit from a 
librarian’s guiding hand given that many users do not understand the finer points of 
Google Scholar or the advanced features of search engines. Thus, when we account for 
the totality of modern reference services and the complex nature of users’ information 
needs, it becomes evident that reference is as vital today as it ever was in preceding 
generations.” 
While many authorities in the field may stress different approaches to the “crisis” 
that Anderson alluded to in stark terms, the literature on research librarianship and 
reference services seems to have arrived at a general consensus on the nature of this 
crisis—or at least its existence. Based on my research, it seems that an overriding theme 
of “change” pervades much of the published literature on developments in the field, 
implying (or outright stating) that such changes are continually forcing research librarians 
and reference professionals to reevaluate and recontextualize the work that they’ve done 
for years. In such a context, digitization seems to be the proverbial “Elephant in the 
Room”; whether or not they explicitly cite search engines and digital databases as 
culprits, most of the scholars cited in this literature review do seem to agree that their 
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services are no longer as sought-after as they once more, and most of the pressing 
challenges in their field ultimately stem from the simple fact that their skills are no longer 
seen as necessary in a world where information is neither scarce nor elusive. While 
Anderson addresses these facts more directly and more explicitly than most, he is far 
from the only scholar to acknowledge them. 
Beyond the simple existence of a crisis in the field, though, a few key trends 
appear to arise as working librarians address how to respond to Anderson’s crisis. In 
particular: collaboration may be the single most consistently recurring theme in the 
sources assembled here. Even Verdesca, with his rather contrarian assessment of 
information literacy as a component of the reference field, ultimately speaks out strongly 
in favor of interpersonal communication as a key component of the modern reference 
librarian’s workflow, noting that the key value of reference services may ultimately lie in 
their capacity to forge learning partnerships through social interaction. Other scholars—
most notably Wien and Doch, and Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen—similarly gesture to 
more collaborative models of research librarianship in the academic world, though some 
present a clearer picture of this model than others. 
Through their contrasting of the “embedded librarianship” and “knotworking” 
models, Kaatrakoski and Lahikainen seem to imply that the most pertinent question about 
the future of research librarianship is simply how librarians will choose to embrace 
collaborative strategies (not whether they will). Similarly: by applying the tenets of “field 
theory” to research librarians, Wien and Doch seem to imply that the future of the 
profession will be determined by their capacity to build up social capital amid the wider 
context of the academic community at large, which can only happen by forging 
 28 
relationships with other professionals who seek and utilize information outside the 
context of the library. Both models arguably hearken back to Anderson’s crisis, where he 
predicted an ongoing process of decentralization; if the changing face of librarianship 
causes the center of research to shift away from the library as an information hub, some 
librarians must embrace this process by willingly moving outside the confines of the 
library and actively building partnerships with professional researchers and academic 
faculty. 
Kennedy does not invoke the theme of collaboration as clearly as many of his 
peers, but his vision of the library as a learning commons appears to imply that the 
modern library user’s information needs can best be met through the formation of active 
partnerships—and he appears to suggest that the modern reference librarian can play an 
active role in facilitating that process. Buss, too, seems to suggest that the growing 
complexity of research queries in the modern library—a consequence of modern users 
relying on the internet to answer simple factual questions—requires an additional element 
that goes beyond simply connecting users to preexisting facts; this additional element can 
arguably be found through collaborative learning. 
When I crafted a series of targeted questions for the survey portion of this thesis, 
these overriding themes—collaboration, decentralization, and adaptation to change—
informed most of the questions that I asked. By posing questions to working librarians 
who must continually deal with the changing face of the 21st century’s information 
landscape, I believe that I can contribute my own analysis to the body of literature 
examining research and reference librarians’ efforts to stay relevant in a changing world. 
With this goal in mind, I will review my planned research methods.
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METHODS 
Since this thesis aims to highlight broad trends and overarching developments in 
the fields of reference services and research librarianship, I have determined that a 
qualitative study will be the most appropriate method of gathering data for the purposes 
of this project. I have chosen to focus on the experiences of practicing professional 
librarians who specialize in research and reference, largely because I see research and 
reference as two aspects of librarianship that put information professionals on the 
proverbial “front lines” of their profession, forcing them to directly confront users’ 
information needs and directly grapple with larger societal trends that affect demand for 
library services. Viewed as a whole, I envision this thesis as an exploration of 
organizational changes in the modern library, which demonstrate how academic 
librarians are presently adapting their profession to the needs and demands of the digital 
age. 
On a more granular level, however, I also believe that my original research can 
best elucidate this process of adaptation through examining the on-the-job experiences of 
professional librarians who have been forced to modify their day-to-day practices and 
techniques to meet the new demands of the 21st century’s changing information 
landscape. For this reason, I believe that the most appropriate means of data collection for 
this thesis will be a qualitative survey distributed to working reference and research 
librarians working in university libraries (with particular focus on university research 
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librarians). If time and resources permit, I am also open to the possibility of conducting 
one or more semi-structured interviews with members of the same sample population, in 
hopes that their recorded answers might allow me to augment the results of my survey 
research. 
To identify a sample population of adequate size, I have determined that 
purposive sampling will be the most appropriate method for finding and contacting 
potential survey respondents. At any given academic institution’s resident library, there 
will always be a limited number of librarians whose duties explicitly fall under the 
heading of “reference librarian” or “research librarian”; thus, finding such librarians will 
require purposefully seeking them out at each potential institution, removing an element 
of serendipity or randomness from my selection methods. Since most academic libraries 
maintain publicly accessible web pages listing their personnel and their roles, it should be 
simple enough to find and identify appropriate survey respondents who handle reference 
and research queries as part of their daily workflow. Ideally, my survey respondents 
should only have their job descriptions in common between them, hopefully eliminating 
most potential researcher biases in their selection. According to my research, purposive 
sampling is generally the most common sampling method utilized in intensive qualitative 
research, a classification that adequately describes this survey. 
Ideally, I hope to design a survey that can accurately assess and demonstrate 
changes in the academic library field over time. However, I am aware of the potential 
limits of examining this particular aspect of the field through survey research alone. 
Inevitably, only experienced veteran librarians will have firsthand knowledge of changes 
in the field of librarianship, and only they will be equipped to relate their personal 
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observations of these changes through their survey responses. Conversely, less-
experienced librarians—whose firsthand experiences will inevitably cover a shorter 
breadth of time—will be only equipped to comment on the present state of the field, and 
will be unlikely to have firsthand knowledge of the field’s prior state. Since I don’t wish 
to limit my pool of respondents to only professional librarians with a certain degree of 
professional experience, I will predominately focus my survey questions on the present 
state of the field, potentially augmenting these questions with one or more follow-up 
questions that could give respondents the opportunity to personally relate changes in the 
field that they have personally witnessed. 
According to my research up to this point, one of the largest overriding trends in 
the modern field of academic librarianship is collaboration—a trend largely reflective of 
the evolving demands of the profession, and of librarians’ continuing struggle to remain 
relevant in the face of changes to their patrons’ information-seeking habits. As 
documented by multiple library science scholars, many modern research libraries are 
increasingly endeavoring to prove their relevance to academic institutions by encouraging 
staff members to build interdepartmental relationships with colleagues outside the library, 
often by working alongside their colleagues as group members on long-term projects. 
Aside from examining the broader theme of “change,” I hope to design a survey that can 
shed light on the evolving methods of collaboration employed by research and reference 
librarians in their professional lives. Therefore, most of my questions have been designed 
with that aim in mind.   
For the purposes of this thesis, I have chosen to treat research librarians and 
reference specialists as two related classes of information professional, so I will include 
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practicing librarians in both fields among my sample population. In each questionnaire, 
however, I will also ask each respondent to indicate whether they are presently employed 
as a reference librarian or a research librarian. 
The key research questions for this survey are as follows: 
• How have research and reference librarians modified their professional 
practices to stay relevant in the digital age? 
• How can interdepartmental collaborative strategies aid academic research and 
reference librarians in identifying and addressing the information needs of 
their users? 
• What techniques are necessary to aid information-seeking users in an age of 
ubiquitous search engines? 
The primary variables examined by this survey are as follows: 
• Volume of reference queries resolved (in whole or in part) through consulting 
of reference texts. 
• Frequency of interactions with university teaching faculty over time. 
• Frequency of interactions with university students over time. 
• Number of extended faculty research projects in which they [the respondents] 
were active partners. 
• Frequency of extended collaborations with university faculty on research 
projects. 
• Portion of time on-the-job spent staffing reference desk. 
• Portion of time on-the-job spent responding to reference and research queries 
(either from students or faculty). 
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To ascertain my respondents’ personal feelings on the present state of reference 
services and research librarianship, I will present my respondents with qualitative survey 
questions with multiple ranked answer choices, ranging from “Almost every day” to 
“Hardly ever.” These survey questions are as follows: 
• How often do you personally interact with the teaching faculty at your 
institution in the course of a given academic semester?  
• How often do you collaborate with teaching faculty on long-term research 
projects (i.e. research projects that last longer than a week) in the course of a 
given academic semester?  
In a separate portion of my survey, I will also ask my respondents to give ranked 
answers on a Likert scale, intended to assess the degree to which they agree or disagree 
with various statements on the current state of research librarianship and reference 
services. These statements are as follows: 
• “The library is no longer the center of our users’ information landscape.” 
• “Even in a world of ubiquitous search engines, the academic library still plays 
an  
• “In order to stay relevant, academic librarians must be willing to work outside 
the confines of the library.” 
• “In order to stay relevant, academic librarians must be willing to collaborate 
with their academic peers in other departments.” 
• “Academic librarians can meet their users’ information needs more effectively 
through long-term collaborations than through short-term answering of 
queries.” 
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Once I have successfully collected data from survey respondents, I plan to 
conduct a quantitative analysis of my survey results, examining the degree to which the 
on-the-job experiences of survey respondents reflect the major trends that the literature 
seems to hint at. By using relatively simple questions to invite experienced librarians to 
reflect on their experiences and their implications for the library profession as a whole, I 
believe that I can attain a fuller picture of how major developments in the profession are 
guiding the day-to-day efforts of librarians on the proverbial “front lines.” Since much of 
this thesis’ literature review is guided by implicit connections between academic studies 
that examining the same general topic from many different angles, I also hope that a 
survey-based study can allow me to ascertain how close my analysis of the literature is to 
the reality. Thus, I hope to elucidate broad trends in librarianship through attention to the 
personal experiences of individuals affected by those trends.  
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SAMPLE DESIGN 
 For help in crafting an adequately sized sample of working research and reference 
librarians, I turned to the online resources offered by the Association of Research 
Libraries (ARL), one of the largest and most widely recognized professional 
organizations for librarians in North America. 
 Since this project was always intended to examine the changing role and 
relevance of the library amid the wider landscape of the modern research world, I knew 
that it would be vital to focus my research predominately on research libraries—that is, 
libraries dedicated to serving the information needs of scholars conducting ongoing 
research in their chosen fields, and those dedicated to serving as a constant presence in 
the scholarly community. Admittedly, the number of libraries that meet that criteria 
(within the United States alone) is quite staggering, and difficult to further refine without 
overly narrowing the field of subjects for survey research. But by turning to the ARL’s 
official list of member institutions, I was able to develop a working list of libraries that 
could serve as potential candidates for further research. 
 As of this writing, the ARL’s body of member institutions consists of a total of 
124 research libraries in the United States and Canada. According to the organization’s 
interactive map of member institutions, it recognizes four overarching classifications of 
libraries under its membership umbrella; ARL member libraries within the United States 
are classified with the broad labels “U.S. Public University” (i.e. public academic 
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library), “U.S. Private University” (i.e. private academic library), and “U.S. 
Nonuniversity Library” (denoting all American libraries not located on university 
campuses), while all member libraries in Canada are collectively classified with the label 
“Canadian University.” Academic libraries make up the vast majority of the 
organization’s member institutions, with just 8 libraries (out of a total of 124) classified 
as non-university libraries; these 8 libraries span a wide range of disciplines and 
institutional focuses and mandates, with two (the Boston Public Library and the New 
York Public Library) being public municipal libraries, another three (the Library of 
Congress, the National Agricultural Library, and the National Library of Medicine) being 
government libraries, and the remaining three (the National Archives and Records 
Administration, the Center for Research Libraries, and Smithsonian Libraries) being a 
government agency, a professional library consortium, and a library system serving a 
network of government-sponsored museums and research centers, respectively. 
Geographically, the ARL similarly recognizes five broad classifications for the regions of 
North America served by its various member institutions: “Northeast/North Atlantic,” 
“Mid-Atlantic/Deep South,” “West/Southwest,” and “Canada” (with Canada treated as a 
single region). 
For the purposes of this project, I felt that the institutional mission of the ARL 
marked its member institutions as fitting professional environments for my survey 
research, and I felt that its relatively wide geographic range would enable me to apply my 
research to a broad swath of librarians working in the fields of research and reference 
librarianship. To that end, I compiled a randomized list of the ARL’s member institutions 
(making use of a free randomization tool offered by Random.org), hoping to ensure that 
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my selection of libraries wouldn’t be alphabetically biased or weighted towards any one 
particular geographic region. From there, I moved procedurally, researching the publicly 
available faculty directories for each library in hopes of finding working librarians who 
met the criteria of my research population.  
 Admittedly: while the ARL does apparently take pride in the wide geographic 
range of the organization’s body of member institutions, the disproportionate presence of 
scholarly libraries in its membership roster means that its member libraries 
disproportionately represent the East Coast and the West Coast of the United States. Case 
in point: a total of 8 ARL member libraries (slightly more than 5% of its total 
membership roster) are located in California, while 6 are located in Massachusetts, 9 are 
located in the state of New York, and 6 are located in the city of Washington, DC 
(although that may be attributed to the high presence of government libraries in the 
organization’s contingent of non-university libraries). By contrast, only 16 ARL member 
libraries are located in the entire nation of Canada, which (as mentioned above) the ARL 
treats as a single geographic region—potentially suggesting that the organization’s 
membership priorities are slanted towards the United States. For the purposes of this 
project, however, I’m willing to accept that my chosen sampling of working librarians 
might slightly overrepresent areas of the United States that are more prominent in the 
world of academia—although I’ve done my best to minimize this through randomization. 
While I am certainly open to examining any number of ways in which professional 
research and reference librarians work to prove their institutional relevance in the worlds 
of business and public service, the academic world remains my primary area of analysis; 
for that reason, I find it fitting that the geographical distribution of my sample population 
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aligns broadly with the major hubs of modern academia. 
 Once I successfully identified a list of 44 research libraries for further 
examination, researching those institutions’ public faculty directories presented a minor 
challenge as I worked to identify potential subjects who could be accurately classed as 
“research librarians” or “reference librarians.” As countless working librarians can likely 
attest, the institutional structures of modern academic libraries can vary considerably, 
even within public university systems and public library branches; this institutional 
diversity can have a considerable impact on how individual librarians’ duties are 
characterized and outlined, as well as how their positions are succinctly described within 
the greater institutional framework of the library. As I soon learned: at many of the 
university libraries under ARL’s banner, librarians’ job titles often convey rank and 
experience far more clearly than they convey area of specialization, with some 
organizations using gradations such as “Associate Librarian” and “Assistant Librarian” 
alongside the non-specific job title “Librarian” (not unlike how university teaching 
faculty are often classified as “Associate Professors” and “Assistant Professors); some 
staff directories fastidiously list librarians’ area of subject specialization, but leave their 
day-to-day duties relatively vague; others don’t necessarily differentiate between 
librarians who primarily assist users with reference queries and those who primarily focus 
on duties like curation and collection development; in other institutions, titles such as 
“Research Associate” and “Research Assistant” are conferred on library employees who 
may frequently assist users with research, but may not necessarily have enough 
specialized training to be officially called “librarians.” 
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  As I worked to identify potential respondents, I made a conscious decision to 
exclude librarians who were explicitly designated as “subject specialists” or “subject 
liaisons,” instead focusing on librarians who were designated with the more broadly 
applicable professional label “research librarian” (or some variation thereof); since I 
always intended to confine my primary area of analysis to the changing role of “research 
librarianship” as a dedicated professional vocation in and of itself, I did my level best to 
avoid straying from this area by surveying librarians whose efforts focused less on 
research and more on applying the principles of librarianship to specialized disciplines in 
the sciences and the humanities. I made an exception, however, for librarians whose 
professional titles indicated that they were explicitly designated as research librarians for 
specific subjects and disciplines (e.g. “Business Research Librarian,” “Physics Research 
Librarian,” “History Research Librarian,” etc.), reasoning that such vocations still 
predominately involve the theory and practice of research as a discipline. 
 Working sequentially through my randomized list of ARL member institutions, I 
investigated a total of 68 research libraries, and ultimately included librarians from 44 of 
them in my survey sample. Since I chose to use purposive sampling to keep my research 
focused on librarians whose primary professional duties overlapped with my intended 
area of analysis, my degree of focus on individual libraries varied somewhat, hinging 
predominately on how many librarians at each institution appeared to fit comfortably 
within the professional population that I hoped to analyze. Some library staff directories 
listed just one librarian who was explicitly classified as a specialist in research or 
reference, while others listed a dozen or more—a discrepancy reflected in the distribution 
of respondents contacted.  
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 For survey distribution, I utilized the digital survey platform “Qualtrics,” one of 
several electronic resources provided free of charge to students of the University of North 
Carolina. After programming my eight survey questions into a digital questionnaire and 
inputting all librarians in my sample population into a “Contacts” database, I used the 
platform’s “Distribution” functionality to distribute a link to my online digital survey, 
designating my own personal email as the response address for any potential questions, 
complaints, or inquiries. I ultimately distributed the survey to a total of 266 research 
librarians from 44 ARL member institutions, and successfully collected a total of 88 
complete survey responses by the end of the data collection period—giving me a 
response rate of approximately 33.83%. 
 For the overall sampling of librarians contacted, the distribution of surveys by 
institution was as follows: 
• University of Alabama: 8 
• University at Albany, SUNY: 2 
• University of Oregon: 7 
• University of Toronto: 4 
• University of Michigan: 1 
• University of Miami: 7 
• University of Pittsburgh: 2 
• Duke University: 6 
• Colorado State University: 1 
• Florida State University: 4 
• University of Pennsylvania: 8 
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• Iowa State University: 6 
• Wayne State University: 4 
• Pennsylvania State University: 17 
• University of California, Davis: 7 
• Oklahoma State University: 4 
• University of Wisconsin-Madison: 2 
• Brown University: 1 
• Queen’s University: 8 
• Rutgers University: 10 
• Columbia University: 4 
• Texas Tech University: 9 
• University of Illinois at Chicago: 10 
• Indiana University, Bloomington: 4 
• University of Nebraska – Lincoln: 4 
• Vanderbilt University: 6 
• University of Kentucky: 3 
• University of Louisville: 4 
• McMaster University: 2 
• Princeton University: 7 
• University of Utah: 2 
• Auburn University: 10 
• Virginia Commonwealth University: 13 
• University of Arizona: 9 
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• Kent State University: 1 
• Boston College: 8 
• University of Virginia: 4 
• Western University – Canada: 2 
• University of Iowa: 3 
• University of South Carolina: 11 
• University of Georgia: 20 
• University of Hawai’i – Manōa: 9 
• New York University: 5 






Question 1: “How often do you personally interact with the teaching faculty at your 
institution in the course of a given academic semester?” 








Question 2: How often do you collaborate with teaching faculty on long-term research 
projects (i.e. research projects that last longer than a week) in the course of a given 
academic semester? 













With the first section of this electronic survey, I sought to paint a general picture 
of research and reference librarians’ level of overall involvement in the greater 
professional landscapes of their respective institutions, particularly focusing on the 
degree to staffers in academic libraries actively collaborate (or don’t collaborate) with 
staff members who make up the teaching faculty of academic research institutions. Both 
questions in this section were of a fairly broad and general nature, and both used the same 
answer scale to examine the frequency of situations that librarians encounter (or don’t 
encounter) in their daily professional routine, but the second question was intended to 
speak more directly to the labor-intensive projects that might complexify the workflow of 
a professional research or reference librarian. By contrast, the first question in the section 
was intended to examine the professional culture of various academic institutions 
included in my survey—specifically, the degree to which professional research and 
reference librarians find themselves isolated from the scholars and researchers who make 
up their institutions’ teaching faculty. Before directing my respondents to questions that 
might speak to their thoughts on the institutional relevancy of research and reference 
librarians in the world of librarianship at large, I hoped to initiate my survey by inviting 
respondents to engage in more personal reflection on their own experiences in the ever-
changing field of academic librarianship as it pertains to the workplace. 
When respondents’ answers were ultimately counted, I found that the answer 
distributions of the two questions in the survey’s introductory section varied 
considerably, with the most frequent answers in both questions falling almost entirely to 
the opposite ends of the answer scale. When asked how often they personally interacted 
with their institution’s teaching faculty in the course of a given academic semester, a 
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plurality of respondents (approximately 40.91%) answered “A few times per week,” 
while a substantial number answered either “A few times per month” or “Almost every 
day” (approximately 26.14% of respondents gave the former answer, and approximately 
27.27% gave the latter answer); only a few respondents (approximately 5.68%) answered 
“Hardly ever,” making them a noticeably small minority group. By contrast: when 
respondents were asked how often they actively collaborated with faculty on long-term 
research projects (defined as research projects that last longer than a week), a solid 
majority of them (approximately 63.64%) answered “Hardly ever”; the next most 
common answer (at approximately 27.27%) was “A few times per month,” while a small 
minority (approximately 4.55% for both) answered either “A few times per week” or 
“Almost every day.” 
The discrepancy in answer distributions between the two questions is perhaps 
understandable, since the second question is essentially a more specific and targeted 
phrasing of the first. Both questions were intended to assess the degree to which the 
professional lives of academic reference and research librarians intersect with those of 
academic researchers—who are often more visible and active participants in the scholarly 
world than librarians, and generally face fewer struggles related to proving their 
institutional relevance. But while the first question sought to gauge this “professional 
intersection” by examining the relatively nonspecific process of “personal interaction” 
(which may encompass a great many activities and modes of interaction), the second 
sought to gauge it by examining the more specific process of professional collaboration. 
Referring back to my earlier view of the contemporary academic literature on reference 
and research librarianship: many authorities in the field seem to feel that two overriding 
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trends in reference and research librarianship are “decentralization” and “collaboration”; 
when faced with a struggle to adapt to a changing landscape in which their relevance is 
very much in question (as in Anderson’s “crisis”), some reference and research librarians 
attempt to demonstrate their worth by collaborating more actively with scholars that can 
benefit from their expertise in information-seeking, while others attempt to demonstrate it 
by adopting a decentralized model of librarianship which recognizes that the library is not 
necessarily the center of their users’ information landscape. To end the first section of my 
survey, then, I chose to directly address the former process by outright asking 
respondents whether they actually engage in the sort of long-term collaborative projects 
that many library scholars seem to characterize as essential to preserving the institutional 
relevance of reference and research librarianship. 
Simply put: my results seem to suggest that most reference and research librarians 
in my sample population do engage in (at the very least) a moderate degree of regular 
interaction with teaching faculty at their respective institutions, but long-term 
collaboration with faculty on research projects is still relatively rare—though it does 
happen, albeit on a rather irregular basis. 
For the second and final section of my questionnaire (which took up the majority 
of the survey), I pivoted to an alternate answer scale. Rather than asking respondents to 
reflect on their on-the-job experiences in the fields of reference and research 
librarianship, I asked them to reflect on their personal feelings and attitudes about the 
present state and direction of their field, presenting questions that queried them about the 
reality of reference and research librarianship (i.e. where the field presently stands) and 
about possible future courses that might allow librarians in the field to stay relevant in the 
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face of a changing status quo (i.e. how the field ought to develop in the days to come). In 
addition to gauging the personal attitudes of librarians in my target population, I hoped to 
ascertain whether those personal attitudes my concur with the most common trends cited 
in the literature (i.e. whether most working reference and librarians actually feel that 
closer collaboration and a decentralized model of librarianship are the soundest strategies 
for staying relevant in the digital age).  
 
Question 3: (statement) “The library is no longer the center of our users’ information 
landscape.” 












Question 4: (statement) “Even in a world of ubiquitous search engines, the academic 
library still plays a vital role in scholarly research.” 
















With the two questions that opened the second section of my questionnaire, I 
invited respondents to reflect on the basic question of relevance that undergirds this 
project’s central guiding question—specifically asking them whether they believe that the 
academic library’s role as a central nexus point for information has diminished, and 
whether they feel that the library still has a vital role (if not necessarily a central role) to 
play in the modern landscape of scholarly research. Just as in the first two questions, 
answer distributions varied considerably, with the latter question’s answers falling 
considerably farther to one extreme than those of the first. 
When presented with the statement “The library is no longer the center of our 
users’ information landscape,” a plurality of respondents (approximately 29.07%) 
answered that they somewhat agreed, while a nearly identical number (approximately 
27.91%) answered that they somewhat disagreed; respondents who answered that they 
neither agreed nor disagreed made up the next largest portion of respondents 
(approximately 18.6%), while a slightly smaller portion (approximately 16.28%) 
answered that they strongly disagreed; a noticeably small minority of respondents 
(approximately 8.14%) answered that they strongly agreed. Notably, the two least 
common answers (“Strongly disagree” and “Strongly agree”) both expressed strong and 
unambiguous sentiments, while the two most common answers (“Somewhat disagree” 
and “Somewhat agree”) expressed relatively noncommittal answers—possibly suggesting 
that a majority of respondents held nuanced feelings on the basic question of the library’s 
continued relevance, or believed that the issue was too complex to be summed up with a 
resounding negative or affirmative answer. 
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In stark contrast to the third question, respondents presented with the statement 
“Even in a world of ubiquitous search engines, the academic library still plays a vital 
role in scholarly research” uniformly answered in the affirmative, only differing in how 
strongly they expressed their agreement. More specifically: a strong majority of 
respondents (approximately 75.58%) answered “Strongly agree,” while the rest 
(approximately 24.42%) answered “Somewhat agree”; no respondents answered “Neither 
agree nor disagree,” “Somewhat disagree,” or “Strongly agree.” Paired with the answers 
given to the previous question, this would seem to suggest that the majority of 
respondents feel that the academic library does continue to play a vital role in the modern 
process of scholarly research, even if it’s not necessarily their users’ sole or primary 
source of information. Relatedly: the recorded answers appear to suggest that respondents 
are more-or-less unanimous on the idea that the academic library remains an important 
and vital institution in our present era, but are less sure about what specific niche it 
occupies. Appropriately enough, the next three statements included in my questionnaire 




Question 5: (statement) “In order to stay relevant, academic librarians must be willing to 
work outside the confines of the library.” 












Question 6: (statement) “In order to stay relevant, academic librarians must be willing to 
collaborate with their academic peers in other departments.” 














Question 7: (statement) “Academic librarians can meet their users’ information needs 
more effectively through long-term collaborations than through short-term answering of 
queries.” 












In this section of the survey, it seemed, my respondents answered seemed to 
indicate a great degree of broad consensus on the overriding question of the best possible 
future course for research and reference librarianship as a professional discipline and an 
academic subject. Simply put: when presented with questions about three possible future 
courses of action that may be characterized as appropriate methods of “adaptation” for 
research and reference librarians in the face of mounting changes to the 21st century’s 
modern information landscape, each course of action was met with (at the very least) a 
plurality of strong agreement, with relatively few statements indicating neutral attitudes, 
and even fewer indicating strong disagreement. 
For the fifth question in the questionnaire, in which respondents were presented 
with the statement “In order to stay relevant, academic librarians must be willing to 
work outside the confines of the library,” a substantial majority of respondents 
(approximately 69.77%) responded with “Strongly agree,” while roughly a quarter of 
respondents (approximately 24.42%) responded with “Somewhat agree”; only four 
respondents (accounting for approximately 4.65% of answers in my sample) responded 
with “Neither agree nor disagree,” and only one (amounting to approximately 1.16%) 
responded with “Somewhat disagree”; no respondents chose “Strongly disagree” as their 
response. 
The sixth question, in which respondents were presented with the statement “In 
order to stay relevant, academic librarians must be willing to collaborate with their 
academic peers in other departments,” yielded a distribution of answers noticeably 
similar to those given in responses the fifth question—with a substantial majority of 
strong or moderate agreement, yet virtually no explicit disagreement. A majority of 
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respondents (approximately 68.60%) answered with “Strongly agree,” with the next most 
common answer (accounting for approximately 22.09% of responses) being “Somewhat 
agree”; by contrast, approximately 8.14% of respondents answered with “Neither agree 
nor disagree,” and only one respondent (amounting to approximately 1.16% of my 
overall pool of answers) answered with “Somewhat disagree”; just as in the previous 
question, no respondents chose “Strongly disagree” as their response. 
The seventh question in my survey, by contrast, appeared to indicate a more tepid 
response from survey respondents, being one of the few questions presented to survey 
participants that elicited more neutral responses than it did explicitly positive or negative 
ones. When presented with the statement “Academic librarians can meet their users’ 
information needs more effectively through long-term collaborations than through short-
term answering of queries,” a plurality of respondents (approximately 36.05%) 
responded with “Neither agree nor disagree”—a rather flexible response that may be 
interpreted to mean that they had no strong feelings one way or the other, that they didn’t 
feel equipped to form a definite opinion, or perhaps that they felt that the issue was too 
complex to be answered with a simple “Agree” or “Disagree.” The second most common 
answer was “Strongly agree,” which was chosen by slightly more than a quarter of 
respondents (approximately 25.58%); by contrast, approximately 22.09% of respondents 
answered “Somewhat agree,” approximately 15.12% answered “Somewhat disagree,” 
and just one respondent (representing approximately 1.16% of the overall pool of 
responses) answered “Strongly disagree.” 
Simply put: a plurality of respondents chose not to indicate any explicitly positive 
or negative feelings regarding the comparative effectiveness of long-term research 
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collaborations, but more respondents expressed some degree of agreement than expressed 
some degree of disagreement; approximately 47.67% of respondents answered either 
“Strongly agree” or “Somewhat agree,” while approximately 16.28% answered either 
“Somewhat disagree or “Strongly disagree.” With these answers in mind, I believe that I 
can reasonably conclude that a majority of participating librarians in my sample 
population concur that decentralization and interdisciplinary collaboration are effective 
strategies for academic reference and research librarians struggling to make a case for 
their continued relevance, but they’re less convinced of the simple effectiveness of long-
term collaboration as a means of meeting users’ information needs—although more of 
them appear to support such long-term collaboration than appear to oppose it. Paired with 
answers given to previous questions in this survey (which appear to imply that active 
interdisciplinary collaboration between research and reference librarians and their 
academic peers is still relatively rare), this would also seem to imply that the research and 
reference librarians consulted in this survey advocate more active interdisciplinary 
collaboration between librarians and their academic peers, if only as a means of 
preventing their isolation from the greater scholarly community and making a case for 
their continued institutional relevance. If nothing else, the reference and research 
librarians in my sample population appear nigh-uniformly convinced that librarians in 
their profession continue to play a vital role in the modern landscape of scholarly 
research, although they seem comparatively divided on whether that “vital role” will 
require them to embrace the necessity of long-term collaborations with their users and 
scholarly colleagues. They do, however, appear to concur that interdisciplinary 
collaboration (in some form or another) is a promising strategy for the future, even if it 
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requires librarians to accept that the library is no longer the unchallenged center of their 
professional landscape—just as it isn’t necessarily the unchallenged center of their user 
community’s information landscape any longer.
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DISCUSSION 
Perhaps the most significant challenge in this project was the relative broadness of 
my central topic of “adaptation to change” as it pertains to academic librarians involved 
in the twin fields of reference and research. While a great deal of the academic literature 
on reference and research librarianship does focus specifically on changes within the 
field, it’s important to note that such changes (like changes in any other professional 
field) are manifold, and in a constant state of flux. While I believe that my review of the 
extant academic literature on research and reference librarianship did highlight quite a 
few broad trends in the field which continue to guide the focus of scholars examining the 
ways in which working research and reference librarians defend their continued 
institutional relevance, I’m fully willing to admit that the broadness of my scope of 
analysis ultimately forced me to make judgment calls regarding which trends ultimately 
commanded my focus. I’m also willing to admit that these trends—principally those of 
“decentralization” and “interdisciplinary collaboration—didn’t necessarily guide my 
review of the extant academic literature on research and reference librarianship, but 
emerged from my review of the literature. 
I started this project with the intention of shedding light on the rather broad 
question “How are research and reference librarians adapting their practices to stay 
relevant in the digital age” In the course of my research, I gradually refined my guiding 
question, choosing to examine two closely interrelated questions, both of them 
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comparatively specific and focused in scope; succinctly put, these questions were “How 
can interdisciplinary collaboration help reference and research librarians adapt to the 
changing face of research in the digital age” and “How can reference and research 
librarians adapt to the digital age by embracing a decentralized model of librarianship” 
When my survey of the literature gradually highlighted “interdisciplinary collaboration” 
and “decentralization” as two popular strategies for remodeling research libraries to 
better meet the needs of users in the digital age, I attempted to follow up on this line of 
questioning by pursuing academic sources by scholars who similarly recognized those 
trends at the heart of the modern evolution of research and reference services, hoping to 
identify more specific forms that those twin processes might take in the years to come. 
While I remain reasonably confident that my general assessment of the guiding trends at 
the heart of research and reference librarianship is fairly accurate, I acknowledge that my 
relatively broad guiding questions might have prevented me from pursuing a more 
focused line of questioning in this project’s early stages. For that reason, I would invite 
any future librarians with an active interest in the evolution of reference and research 
librarianship to build on my research by examining the implications of decentralization 
and interdisciplinary collaboration in more exacting detail. 
Similarly, I found that the relative broadness of the terms “research librarian” and 
“reference librarian” presented hurdles when I attempted to identify librarians who met 
my intended profile (i.e. “Academic librarians with the primary professional function of 
answering general-subject user research queries and connecting users to the appropriate 
information, either through ready reference or more substantive long-term 
consultation,”). As covered under the section “Sample Design,” it soon became evident 
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that the term “research” can be utilized to describe the overarching purpose of institutions 
just as often as it can be utilized to describe the primary vocation or professional focus of 
staff; even when dealing with a selection of academic libraries that all openly bill 
themselves as “Research Libraries,” it can take some degree of personal investigation and 
guesswork to determine which staff members within those libraries are officially 
classified as “Research Librarians.” This was particularly true of the institutions where 
organizational structures emphasized subject specialists and subject liaisons, with 
relatively few librarians having clearly delineated duties related solely to professional 
functions like collection development, curation, and research. While I have no doubt that 
each institution within my sampling employed some librarians who met my intended 
criteria for further research, it wasn’t always possible to identify all of them through 
publicly available information on library websites, potentially leading me to neglect some 
librarians who possessed valuable insights. 
Finally, my method of data collection could potentially be refined in future 
research efforts related to this particular subject population. While I made every possible 
effort to keep my respondents’ answers objective—partly by keeping participation 
voluntary, partly by randomizing my selection of ARL institutions, and partly by making 
efforts to ensure anonymous data collection—I acknowledge that my selection methods 
may not have allowed for an ideal degree of participant screening, and it’s possible that 
my survey could have yielded more precise results if I had allowed potential respondents 
to respond to an open call for survey participants rather than individually contacting 
possible participants by email. I am reasonably confident that most of the potential 
respondents selected for this study fit my intended criteria for research subjects, but I 
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ultimately had only publicly available faculty directories to verify this, along with an 
introductory email informing all potential respondents of the intended scope of my survey 
(allowing them to decline participation if they felt that they didn’t fit the criteria). If given 
a chance to further study this professional population, I might consider coordinating with 
at least one networking organization for professional research librarians and allowing that 
organization to put out an open call for participants, thus allowing any survey participants 
a greater degree of agency in choosing to put themselves forth. While my few personal 
interactions with survey participants via email were almost uniformly positive, one 
potential respondent did express displeasure at being contacted by me after having never 
indicated that he was willing to participate in an email survey (despite having the option 
to opt out of any further emails from Qualtrics); another respondent contacted me to 
inform me that they worked in a library in a research capacity, but didn’t consider 
themself a librarian. For the purposes of this project, however, I believe that I succeeded 
in bringing my survey to a wide distribution of professional research librarians and 
ascertaining their feelings on the present state of the field. 
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CONCLUSION 
As I stated at the beginning of this paper: change is one of the few constants in 
any professional field. With every specialized profession in a constant state of flux, it can 
be difficult to determine a convenient starting point in reviewing how working 
professionals respond to that change. This is particularly apparent when attempting to 
review the scope and significance of changes in the field of librarianship, which is—to 
some extent—a confluence of uniquely applied professional disciplines that are each 
defined by their own unique trends. Public librarianship is continually shaped by changes 
in the political arena that influence the governance of public libraries, by socioeconomic 
changes that influence the needs and demands of users, and by technological changes that 
influence the scope and reach of library services; academic librarianship, similarly, is 
continually influenced by changes in the culture of academia, by changes in the habits 
and learning styles of users, and by changes in the world at large that can call the 
continued relevance of academic research librarians into question—particularly as 
information becomes more widely available in the digital age. While my original research 
is a relatively limited exploration of this complex web of trends, I believe that it has 
given me valuable insight into the continued evolution of academic research and 
reference librarianship, allowing me to synthesize a broad examination of the literature 
on academic librarianship with a more personal and intimate survey of the experiences of 
those on the front lines of the profession who continue to drive that evolution. 
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Simply put: I believe that my research has shown that research and reference 
librarians, for their part, are ready and willing to carve out a new niche for themselves in 
the digital era; when faced with a choice between passively accepting the extinction of 
their profession or embracing its evolution into a new and more versatile form, I believe 
that research and reference librarians are overwhelmingly choosing the latter course. 
While few librarians would deny the scope and depth of the changes wrought on their 
field by the advent of digital search engines and information-sharing, the librarians who 
participated in my survey appear to view these changes as just as much an opportunity as 
a threat to their relevance, recognizing a valuable opportunity to reassess the goals and 
ideals of their profession while searching for a new niche in the modern information 
ecosystem where their services might accomplish the most good. Further: when given the 
opportunity to elicit librarians’ personal feelings on where they might find this niche, 
most of their answers seemed to confirm my (admittedly subjective) survey of the extant 
academic literature addressing research and reference librarians and their adaptation to a 
changing world. 
While the research and reference librarians polled in my research appeared to be 
somewhat tepid in concurring with the larger conclusion that the academic library has 
shifted away from its central position in the information landscape of the academic 
research community, they uniformly agreed that the academic library still has a vital role 
to play—even if it’s not necessarily a central role. When queried about what form that 
future role might take in the years to come, their answers didn’t appear to resoundingly 
express one particular sentiment, but they did appear to strongly lean towards concurring 
with two major trends echoed by the extant literature on research and reference 
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librarianship: academic librarians can adapt to change and defend their own continued 
relevance far more easily when they embrace new opportunities for actively collaborating 
with their colleagues in the world of scholarly research, when they actively pursue 
opportunities to bring their skills to professional settings outside the confines of the 
library, and when they embrace a decentralized model of librarianship that positions 
librarians as active agents of the dissemination of information—which allows for making 
connections with professionals at all strata of the academic community.  
If collaboration and decentralization are truly the way of the future for research 
and reference librarians, I believe that my research supports the conclusion that a new 
generation of librarians are fully willing to meet the challenges of the future by 
embracing those trends. And even if the challenges of the future ultimately have their 
roots in the “crisis” that Rick Anderson envisioned in bleak terms, I believe that today’s 
research and reference librarians are more than willing to accept Anderson’s crisis as a 
new status quo enabling them to reassess a new set of user needs and develop new 
strategies for addressing them. And if this new generation of librarians truly is willing to 
recognize a potential crisis as a valuable opportunity for growth and change, I believe 
that the next major era of academic librarianship could be one defined by renewed 
engagement with users. 
No professional field can ever be completely spared from the winds of change, 
but nearly every professional field’s long-cherished traditions and long-accepted 
practices arose out of necessity; librarianship’s past was just as laden with challenges as 
its uncertain future, but the continued passion and eagerness of today’s librarians is a 
testament to the passion and devotion that has allowed the academic library to remain a 
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vital part of the scholastic community as long as it has. Whatever path leads research and 
reference librarians to their new niche in the latter half of the 21st century, I predict that 
that same spirit of intellectual curiosity and public service will serve them well in the 
years to come. And if the myriad changes brought by the rise of digital searching will 
ultimately affect all facets and strata of librarianship, I believe that those in the research 
and reference fields—in many ways, the purest expression of the ideals and goals of 
librarianship—could play an exciting role in positioning the field of librarianship as a key 
part of the world’s ever-evolving information landscape. If the 21st century is truly an 
“Information Age,” after all, information professionals could be uniquely equipped to 
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